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The Strait of Otranto in the acuthern part of the Adriatic Sea has begun to
abtract the attention of the world prees since information has been published that
the Russians are secretly establishing a maval bese thers. Whoever dominates the
Strait of Otranto can use it to stage soriies against the Mediterranean Sea, and

- it 1s by virtue of this fact that’ the chennsl gains ite importence in the strategic
plcture. ‘

Only a single area on the Mediterrenean still remains open to Russelan influence,
pamely Albenia, vhich poseesses & 3C0-klometer-lorng coastline on the Ariatic Sea.

On the Albanian comst, across from Otranto on the Italian slde, 1s Valona Bay
with the city of Valona, and directly off Valoma 1s the emall island of Saseno. In
1920 Saseno came Into Italian possession, but In 1945 1t was occupied by Albanian
guerrilla destachments and in the peace treaty of 1947 was turned over formally to
the Albanians. The island itself 1s only a few sguere kilameters ln arees ~
end rises to a helght of 300 meters sbove the sea. Now the Western powers are cast-
ing suspicious glances toward this rocky island and the bey behind it, having be-
come even more convinced that the Soviet Union ie establishing & submarine base in
that area, threatening vital lines of communication through the Moditsrraneen.

According to US reports, the establishment of a submarine bass in Valona Bey
vas begun in the cummer of 1948, approximately at the time Tito broke with Stalin,
nuiiifying Russien intentlons 1o sstablish themselves on the Yugoslavy cosgt, JTdeal
geographic corditions facilitate the ¢stablishment and defense of the base. The
islard 1tself is richly provided with tumnels and underground chambers, dating from
the daye of Italian ownership, where coast ertillery and torpedo batteries muy readily
be placed.

Artillery batteries, rocket batteries, and rader stations have been placed in

the chain of hille around Valoma Bay. Several airfislds are to have been provided
witn underground hangars and fuel dumps. Pens for vessels are reported to have
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been blasted into the high 21iffs at the inncrimost part »f Valonc Bay. These pens ’ . |
accommodate no lsss then 50 submarines. Platforms with batteries of rockets amd k-
hesvy-caliber automatic guns have been eet up in adjacent mrshlands - for the c¢loso

protection of the submarine octoes.

All in all, judging from US reporta, it seerd that excellent nmatural conditions
exist there for establishing a min'ature Gibralter; it is well protected againet
alr attack ani very imaccessidble. from the ghore. The week poi~t of the bass, froam
the Russian viewpoint, is perfectly cbvious: 1t lacks commmnication with the shore
and, unlike Gibraltar, cennot be supplied by water across an enenmy-dominmted sea in
time of wa¥. The matter of belng eble to secure » land connectlon to Albanis, either
through fugoslavie or Greece, must, therefore, be a problem to which the Russians
aro devoting a great deal of attention, just as the Western powers must be greatly
concerped with throwing monkey wrenches ih*»> political developments in Albania in
such & way that the establislment of a Ruggian base at Valena Bay will be gquelched.

Agninet the background of the apparsnt Rlisaian activity in Albanis, one may
rogard the plans for the rebuillding of the Italian fleet &8 also one of intersat in
the Adriatic Sea. Under the terms of the peaco treaty, the Italian fleet was limited
to & total tommage of 67,500 tons, and 1%t was further stipulated thet no battle-
ehips, carriers, submerines, or motor torpedc boats were to be builé in the future.
Moreover, mo kecls could be laid prior to 1 January 1950. As that date is now very
close, the Italian Senate has approved the expahsion of the flest to include &
number of new veesels, including ome crulear, six large destroyers, two antisircraft
vessels, a group of fast gunboats, and a mumber of emmller vesmels. Two light
cruigers, built in 1936 and of the same size ag the new Swedish crulsers, are to be
modernized., British naval and air forces recently conducted largs-scale maneuvers
in the vicinity of the Strait of Otranto, fram which one may presums that this
strategically important strait has been the cbject of .apecially thorough study.
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